Risk assessment of methylmercury in pregnant women and newborns in the island of Madeira (Portugal) using exposure biomarkers and food-frequency questionnaires.
Methylmercury (MeHg) is a contaminant present in fish which exerts a severe impact on health predominantly exhibiting neurotoxicity that might irreversibly affect fetal neurodevelopment. Fish consumption in Portugal is the third highest in the world, particularly high in regions with fishing tradition such as the Madeira Archipelago. Therefore, this study aimed at assessing the risk of exposure to MeHg in a population of pregnant women residing in Madeira. Blood samples from pregnant women (533) and umbilical cord (194) were collected from volunteer participants collected at primary health services in Madeira (Portugal) and analyzed for total mercury (HgT) level. A food-frequency questionnaire was used to estimate exposure and indices of risk while HgT in blood were correlated with estimated exposure. Analysis of HgT levels in blood indicated that 30% of pregnant women surpassed the maximum safe level of 10 µg/L recommended by the WHO, which was derived from the consumption of predatory fish, rich in MeHg. In addition, HgT levels in cord blood were 1.3 fold higher than in maternal blood, indicating the high risk of exposure to MeHg in this population. It is thus important to provide nutritional advice concerning fish consumption as a food choice in order to reduce fetal exposure and potential neurologic damage.